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Postgraduate Certificate in Medical Law

End of Life Decision Making

End of Life Decision Making is a complex and sensitive area within medical law that involves making
decisions about the care and treatment of patients who are nearing the end of their lives. It encompasses a
range of legal, ethical, and practical considerations that must be carefully navigated by healthcare
professionals, patients, and their families. In this course, the Postgraduate Certificate in Medical Law,
students will explore the key terms and vocabulary related to End of Life Decision Making to develop a
comprehensive understanding of this important area of law and medicine.

1. **Advanced Directive**: An advanced directive is a legal document that allows individuals to outline their
preferences for medical treatment in the event that they are unable to communicate their wishes. This
document may include decisions about life-sustaining treatment, resuscitation, and other end-of-life care
options.

2. **Capacity**: Capacity refers to an individual's ability to make decisions about their own medical
treatment. In the context of end-of-life care, healthcare professionals must assess whether a patient has the
capacity to make decisions about their care and treatment.

3. **Best Interests**: When a patient lacks the capacity to make decisions about their own care, healthcare
professionals must act in the patient's best interests. This involves considering the patient's wishes, values,
beliefs, and any previously expressed preferences about their care.

4. **Life-Sustaining Treatment**: Life-sustaining treatment includes medical interventions such as artificial
ventilation, tube feeding, and dialysis that are used to prolong a patient's life. Decisions about life-
sustaining treatment are often central to end-of-life decision making.

5. **Palliative Care**: Palliative care focuses on providing relief from the symptoms and stress of a serious
illness, rather than attempting to cure the illness itself. It aims to improve the quality of life for patients and
their families, particularly in the context of end-of-life care.

6. **Withdrawal of Treatment**: The withdrawal of treatment involves stopping or withholding medical
interventions that are no longer providing benefit to a patient. This decision may be made in consultation
with the patient, their family, and healthcare professionals.

7. **Do Not Attempt Resuscitation (DNAR)**: A DNAR order instructs healthcare professionals not to
attempt cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) if a patient's heart stops or they stop breathing. This decision
may be made in consultation with the patient or their family.

8. **Euthanasia**: Euthanasia is the act of intentionally ending a person's life to relieve suffering. It is illegal
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in most countries, but there is ongoing debate about whether euthanasia should be legalized in certain
circumstances.

9. **Assisted Suicide**: Assisted suicide involves providing a person with the means to end their own life,
usually through medication. Like euthanasia, assisted suicide is illegal in many countries but is the subject of
ethical and legal debate.

10. **Mental Capacity Act 2005**: The Mental Capacity Act 2005 is a UK law that sets out how decisions
should be made for individuals who lack the capacity to make decisions for themselves. It provides a legal
framework for assessing capacity and making decisions in the best interests of the individual.

11. **Court of Protection**: The Court of Protection is a specialist court in the UK that deals with cases
involving individuals who lack the mental capacity to make decisions for themselves. The court has the
power to make decisions about medical treatment, welfare, and financial matters on behalf of these
individuals.

12. **Living Will**: A living will is a type of advanced directive that allows individuals to outline their wishes
for medical treatment in the event that they are unable to communicate their preferences. It may include
decisions about life-sustaining treatment, resuscitation, and end-of-life care.

13. **Substituted Judgment**: Substituted judgment is a principle that involves making decisions on behalf
of a person who lacks capacity based on what the person would have chosen for themselves if they were
able to make decisions. This principle is often used in end-of-life decision making.

14. **Surrogate Decision Maker**: A surrogate decision maker is a person who is authorized to make
decisions about a patient's medical treatment when the patient lacks the capacity to make decisions for
themselves. This may be a family member, friend, or legal guardian.

15. **Persistent Vegetative State**: A persistent vegetative state is a condition in which a person is awake
but shows no signs of awareness or consciousness. Patients in a persistent vegetative state may require
decisions about the withdrawal of life-sustaining treatment.

16. **Medical Futility**: Medical futility refers to the situation where a medical intervention is unlikely to
achieve its intended purpose or provide any benefit to the patient. In cases of medical futility, healthcare
professionals may consider withholding or withdrawing treatment.

17. **Double Effect**: The principle of double effect is a moral theory that distinguishes between intended
and unintended consequences of an action. In the context of end-of-life care, the principle of double effect
may be used to justify certain medical interventions that have both good and bad effects.

18. **Quality of Life**: Quality of life refers to an individual's overall well-being and satisfaction with their
life. In end-of-life decision making, healthcare professionals may consider the patient's quality of life when
making decisions about treatment and care.
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19. **Dignity**: Dignity is the inherent value and worth of every human being. In end-of-life care, healthcare
professionals must respect the dignity of patients and ensure that their care and treatment uphold their
dignity.

20. **Autonomy**: Autonomy refers to an individual's right to make their own decisions about their own life
and body. In end-of-life decision making, autonomy is an important principle that must be balanced with
other ethical considerations.

21. **Beneficence**: Beneficence is the ethical principle of doing good or acting in the best interests of the
patient. Healthcare professionals have a duty to act in the best interests of their patients, particularly in the
context of end-of-life care.

22. **Non-Maleficence**: Non-maleficence is the ethical principle of doing no harm to the patient.
Healthcare professionals must balance the benefits and risks of medical interventions to ensure that they do
not harm the patient, particularly in end-of-life care.

23. **Justice**: Justice is the ethical principle of treating all individuals fairly and equitably. In end-of-life
decision making, healthcare professionals must consider issues of justice when making decisions about
resource allocation and access to care.

24. **Family Conference**: A family conference is a meeting involving the patient, their family members, and
healthcare professionals to discuss the patient's care and treatment. Family conferences are often used in
end-of-life care to ensure that all stakeholders are involved in decision making.

25. **Hospice Care**: Hospice care is a type of palliative care that focuses on providing comfort and support
to patients who are nearing the end of their lives. Hospice care aims to improve the quality of life for
patients and their families during this difficult time.

26. **Grief Counseling**: Grief counseling is a form of psychological support that helps individuals cope with
the emotional and psychological effects of loss and bereavement. Grief counseling may be offered to
patients, families, and healthcare professionals involved in end-of-life care.

27. **Advance Care Planning**: Advance care planning involves discussing and documenting a patient's
preferences for medical treatment in the event that they are unable to make decisions for themselves. This
process may involve creating an advanced directive or living will.

28. **End-of-Life Care Pathway**: An end-of-life care pathway is a structured approach to providing care
and treatment to patients who are nearing the end of their lives. These pathways aim to ensure that patients
receive appropriate and compassionate care during this challenging time.

29. *Withdrawal of Artificial Nutrition and Hydration**: Artificial nutrition and hydration involve providing
food and fluids through tubes to patients who are unable to eat or drink independently. In some cases,
healthcare professionals may consider withdrawing artificial nutrition and hydration as part of end-of-life
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care.

30. **Medical Power of Attorney**: A medical power of attorney is a legal document that appoints a person
to make medical decisions on behalf of an individual if they are unable to make decisions for themselves.
This person, known as a healthcare proxy, is authorized to make decisions about the individual's care and
treatment.

31. **Palliative Sedation**: Palliative sedation involves administering medication to relieve severe symptoms
such as pain, agitation, or shortness of breath in patients who are nearing the end of their lives. The goal of
palliative sedation is to provide comfort and relief to the patient.

32. **Prognosis**: Prognosis refers to the likely course and outcome of a disease or medical condition. In
end-of-life care, healthcare professionals must consider the patient's prognosis when making decisions
about treatment and care.

33. **Spiritual Care**: Spiritual care involves addressing the spiritual and existential needs of patients who
are nearing the end of their lives. This may include providing religious support, counseling, and
opportunities for reflection and prayer.

34. **Cultural Competence**: Cultural competence refers to the ability of healthcare professionals to
understand and respect the cultural beliefs, values, and practices of patients and their families. In end-of-life
care, cultural competence is essential for providing personalized and sensitive care.

35. *Withholding Treatment**: Withholding treatment involves not starting a medical intervention that
could prolong a patient's life. This decision may be made in consultation with the patient, their family, and
healthcare professionals based on the patient's wishes and best interests.

36. **Artificial Ventilation**: Artificial ventilation involves using a machine to help a patient breathe when
they are unable to do so independently. Decisions about artificial ventilation are often central to end-of-life
decision making and may involve discussions about withdrawing or withholding this intervention.

37. **Titration of Medication**: Titration of medication involves adjusting the dose of a medication to
achieve the desired effect while minimizing side effects. In end-of-life care, healthcare professionals may
titrate medications to provide symptom relief and improve the patient's comfort.

38. **Glasgow Coma Scale**: The Glasgow Coma Scale is a tool used to assess a patient's level of
consciousness and neurological function. It is often used in end-of-life care to monitor changes in a
patient's condition and assess their response to treatment.

39. **Physician-Assisted Death**: Physician-assisted death involves a physician providing a patient with the
means to end their own life, usually through medication. This practice is legal in some countries and is the
subject of ongoing ethical and legal debate.
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40. **Moral Distress**: Moral distress is the psychological and emotional pain that healthcare professionals
may experience when they are unable to act in accordance with their moral values. In end-of-life care,
healthcare professionals may experience moral distress when faced with difficult decisions about treatment

and care.

By understanding these key terms and vocabulary related to End of Life Decision Making, students in the
Postgraduate Certificate in Medical Law will be better equipped to navigate the complex legal, ethical, and
practical issues that arise in this important area of healthcare. This knowledge will enable students to
engage critically with the challenges and complexities of end-of-life decision making and to advocate for
the rights and interests of patients at the end of life.

Read online: https://certificates.gsbf.co.uk/guides/3799933/end-of- Greenwich School of Business and Finance - 26 Jun 2026

life-decision-making



